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Abstract 
This study examined the effectiveness in using media to enhance the level of critical literacy of tertiary students 
particularly in their EFL argumentative writing (N=46).  Gains in the writing scores of the experimental group 
exposed to explicit instructional approaches of critical thinking were compared to those in the control group 
provided with imbedded instruction designed in their course materials. Results in the pretest and posttest 
demonstrated a significant difference (p<0.05). The findings suggest that the use of media and employment of 
explicit approaches in instructions had invariably enhanced students’ writing performance to a great extent.  
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1. Introduction 
Teachers in Malaysian classrooms (especially EFL classrooms) are known to engage in teacher-centred learning 
(Philip & Koo, 2006) leaving no room for students to think, reflect or enquire. Koo (2004) attributes this to a “strong 
culture of silence” brought about by socio-cultural factors, namely a practice of showing respect for the teacher who 
is deemed the authority of knowledge. This ingrained practice has led to students being passive learners or as Freire 
terms it, a “banking concept of education” (Coffey, 2008) where teachers dominate the knowledge and regard 
learners as banks or “receptacles” without challenging learners to think. Consequentially, the effect as Philip & Koo 
(2006) asserted, may stifle learners’ critical ability.  
The Malaysian exam-oriented education system which tends to hone students’ rote-learning skills rather than their 
critical thinking abilities also does not augur well for the learning process either.  As a result, the significance of 
doing well only in examinations has caused students to sideline the importance of critical thinking skills during 
learning (Stapleton, 2010). Additionally, this fact was supported by Marin & Halpern (2010) who stated that it is 
evident that these individuals are critically inept to face life outside of school, either at work or at college, where 
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rote learning cannot be applied in those environments. It is little wonder that these trends had inevitably brought 
about a lack of critical thinking proficiency among Malaysian undergraduates (Rosnani & Suhailah, 2003; Rosyati 
& Rosna, 2008). 
Furthermore, with the advent of technological convergence, the significance of media content such as that from 
television, movies, music, video games, blogs, wikis and social networking websites (new media) in the lifestyles of 
young individuals (Gainer, 2010; Kellner & Share, 2005), Malaysian undergraduates are expected to be equipped 
with critical thinking skills (Rosyati & Rosna, 2008). Bektas (2009) explains that even though young individuals 
have better access to new media than their predecessors, the lack of moral and academic abilities is hampering the 
capabilities to critically scrutinise and appraise the correlation between the new media and the information 
encountered. What can be derived from these opinions is that critical literacy is viewed to be an essential component 
in allowing students to become thinkers, with the ability to apply the necessary skills to evaluate, contrast, associate 
and synthesize information by going beyond basic understanding as well as thinking abilities (Smith, 2010; 
Pescatore, 2007; Horning, 2002).  
2. Background Research 
2.1 Critical Literacy 
    To understand the importance of critical literacy, it is best to first delve into its meaning.  Coffey (2008) defined 
critical literacy as “the ability to read texts in an active, reflective manner in order to better understand power, 
inequality and injustice in human relationships”. The term ‘WH[W¶ in this sense refers to songs, books, discourses, 
visual texts, movies etc. When students are taught to be critically literate, they are able to interpret messages in these 
‘texts’ critically and interrogate societal issues and norms. 
    From another vantage point, critical literacy denotes an involvement concerning a dynamic participation with the 
information around us which requires the need to think critically (Pestacore, 2007). What is more, critical literacy 
can also be defined as the knowhow to approach information critically and methodically by assessing the knowledge 
at hand (Hammond & Macken-Horarik, 1999). Another explanation describing the term critical literacy is that it is a 
form of advanced comprehension involving critical evaluation of understanding information from texts (Luke, 
2000). This delineation is further advocated by Hammond and Macken-Horarik (1999) who stated that the 
fundamentals of critical literacy revolves around the skill to read and write with a critical eye more so in the realm 
of education. Hence, knowing full meaning of what critical literacy actually is will enable us to gauge its direct 
significance involving the use of media to develop this essential skill among students.  
 
2.2 The role of media in critical literacy 
    Unmistakably, the presence of media inadvertently enhances critical literacy, which involves promoting analytical 
skills in the need of criticising, interpreting, discriminating and evaluating the information as well as messages 
disseminated by the media (Kellner & Share, 2005). Not only that, Kellner and Share (2005) also stressed that 
critical media literacy can educate students in learning from the media, recognising the roles of media and resisting 
media manipulation to grow into more empowered individuals. More to the point, critical media analysis not only 
provides an opportunity for students to retrieve, dissect and investigate media content in a critical manner but also 
has an effect on cultures, politics, ideologies and socioeconomic standings (Grigoryan & King, 2008). Therefore, 
what this primary idea actually entails is that the media can play a vital role in promoting critical literacy in students. 
    Further, the presence of new media will certainly elicit the need for an enhanced sense of critical analysis when 
obtaining information from the Internet, which might contain questionable content (Stapleton, 2005). Students are 
now being lured into a sense of believing that obtaining information through the Web is an easy and convenient task 
hence discarding their abilities to critically review the content as postulated by Reece (2007). What can be generally 
deduced from the overall picture is that Web-based sources of information need to be approached more critically 
compared to conventional sources due to its expansive nature in academic writing (Stapleton, 2005). The verdict that 
critical thinking is being affected in undergraduate education due to the prolific use of the Internet by students to 
obtain information is further emphasised by Ragains (2001).  
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    All things considered, the importance of critical literacy is clear in advocating the need for a critical approach in 
the way individuals especially students think, more so with critical thinking leading the way in introducing novel 
facets to intellectual reasoning about education and literacy (Elmborg, 2006). More specifically, based on what was 
stipulated by Ragains (2001), students can develop their critical thinking abilities via technical skills gained through 
technological education such as carrying out research online. This necessitates the impact of media in aiding the 
development and progress of critical literacy amongst students. Following these succinct reasoning, the research was 
conducted with the belief that employing media would enhance critical thinking skills of students particularly in 
their ability to pen their thoughts on paper. 
 
2.3 The significance of writing in critical literacy 
    Writing, being a potent yardstick, presents an unmistakable benchmark and a means of quantitative assessment 
for evaluating the level of critical thinking as a learning result of tertiary education (Morozov, 2010). Wade (1995) 
argues for the use of writing as crucial to developing critical thinking skills where the teacher “can encourage the 
development of dialectic reasoning by requiring students to argue both [or more] sides of an issue" (p. 24). 
    In contrast to critical thinking that focuses on creative problem solving, critical literacy is about positioning the 
writer as a worker with an agenda using language to portray realities. It signifies going beyond the face value of the 
text and questioning the representations of reality in the text (Koh, 2002). Fairclough (1992) advocates that students 
should be given the opportunity to practise writing in different positions of power and be guided to realise the 
effects of their language choices on others. They must also be responsible for the risks they take when they go 
against conventions of appropriacy in order to enable them to make informed choices when writing. 
    In the assessment of the presence of critical literacy abilities, Paul & Elder (2006) provided a checklist of 
“Intellectual Skills Essential to Substantive Writing” where teachers can assess learning outcomes of critical 
thinking in students’ writing. Teachers can identify writers who are able to: 
x Distinguish between what they comprehend or do not comprehend 
x Use their own words to accurately summarize what they have read or heard 
x Exemplify important ideas from their own experiences to real-life situations 
x Analyse and explain in detail the thesis they are presenting or defending 
x Clarify logically a text or a particular concept with for example, the main idea of a text 
x Maintain “universal, intellectual standards in their writing” 
Paul & Elder (2006) further proposed a five-level assessment for proficiency which includes paraphrasing, 
explicating, analysis, evaluation and role-playing.  
 
2.4 The need for explicit instruction in critical literacy 
    In explicit instruction, students are provided the opportunity to invest in their own learning in a meaningful way 
and not forced to delve in ‘psycholinguistic guessing games’ where the student tries hard to ‘get inside the teacher's 
head’ to establish the purposes for learning. When the learning objectives are blurred or implicit, many students may 
fail to develop a critical mind and as a result, frustration and disinterest will set in (Edwards-Groves, 2002). 
    In comparison with imbedded instruction, teachers who teach critical literacy provide highly explicit instruction 
that can include direct instruction, scaffolding and demonstrations. Explicit instruction also implies directing student 
attention toward a more sequential type of specific learning in a highly structured environment with the intention of 
producing specific learning outcomes. It entails explanation, demonstration and practice. The teacher will provide 
students with a variety of sources of information as well as encouraging students to offer their own (Sanden & 
Darragh, 2011). Subsequently, the teacher will demonstrate ways to evaluate information and “analyse who is given 
voice and who is silenced”. At this juncture, the teacher should be mindful to focus on the learning that is taking 
place and not on the degree of explicitness or on the sequence of procedures in the instruction.  
    Marin & Halpern (2010) also stressed that the teacher could model reflective thinking during explicit instruction 
by thinking aloud during complex problem-solving situations to guide students’ thought processes towards critical 
thinking. Reflective thinking, which is a part of the critical thinking process, allows students the opportunity to step 
back and think about how they can find solutions to problems. In modelling thinking, teachers may engage the use 
of probe questions that “drive thinking, asking for clarification or elaboration” (MacKnight, 2000). Examples of 
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probe questions adopted by MacKnight (2000) from Richard Paul’s (1990) compilation of Socratic Questioning 
Prompts include some of the following aspects: clarification, assumptions, reasons and evidence, origin or source, 
implications and consequences and finally viewpoints or perspectives.    
        In a previous study, Zohar et al (1994) explicitly trained students in an experimental group to recognize logical 
fallacies, analyze arguments, test hypotheses, and distinguish between evidence and the interpretation of evidence 
while the control group received no special coaching in critical thinking. Findings revealed that the students trained 
explicitly performed better in solving real-life issues outside the classroom. Previous studies on explicit instruction 
in areas of critical thinking (Halpern, 2003; Marin & Halpern, 2010; Zohar & Peled, 2007) also recommend explicit 
instruction as a means to provide students the opportunity to transfer their critical thinking skills from the classroom 
to everyday situations.  
    Conversely imbedded instruction can be defined as “instructions with critical thinking skills woven into the 
content matter” while explicit instruction entails “lessons designed specifically to provide guidance in specific 
critical thinking skills”.  Imbedded instruction, akin to mere exposure in critical thinking skills was found to be more 
suited to students with higher-order thinking. Thus, imbedded instruction poses a disadvantage when it becomes 
teacher-dependent in disadvantaged classrooms (Marin & Halpern, 2010). 
 
3. The present study 
    In Malaysia, questions have been raised pertaining to the quality of local graduates (Pandian & Aniswal, 2005). 
One of the reasons identified was graduates’ skills did not match employers’ expectations and included among the 
skills was the ability to think critically (Rosyati & Rosna, 2008). This inevitably indicates that undergraduates may 
also lack critical literacy which is worrying as even though a host of information is now easily obtainable, through 
the Internet and other forms of new media, there seems to be very little improvement in their critical skills upon 
graduation. Furthermore, course materials that contain imbedded instructions with critical thinking skills woven into 
the content matter may not ensure that students are empowered to transfer their critical literacy from one discipline 
to another (Marin & Halpern, 2010). Failure of students to think critically will significantly affect their intellectual 
competence, ranging from their methodical reasoning and logical deduction to the students’ aptitude for writing in 
any discipline.  
    The purpose of this study was to gauge the efficacy and effectiveness in using new media to enhance the level of 
critical literacy among students particularly in their EFL argumentative writing. Moreover, the magnitude of the new 
media in improving the critical thinking abilities of students could be gauged for future considerations, whether or 
not it is beneficial to integrate this component into the teaching process by acting as a meaningful teaching aid. This 
study also compared the degree of students’ critical literacy as a result of being exposed to explicit methods of 
critical thinking instruction in contrast to imbedded instruction. From this study, it will suggest that more could be 
done in improving the curriculum to enhance students’ critical literacy not only in EFL but in any other discipline.  
 
3.1 Research Questions and hypotheses 
    Among the research questions posed for this study were: 
a) What are the effects of explicit instruction on students’ critical literacy? 
b) To what extent does the employment of new media have an effect on enhancing students’ critical literacy in 
their writing? 
c) What benefits did students in the experimental group gain as a result of treatment? 
 
The following hypotheses were formulated based on the literature review: 
Hypothesis 1: Explicit instruction will enhance students’ critical literacy. 
Hypothesis 2: The employment of new media will enhance students’ critical literacy in their writing. 
 
Hypothesis 3: Students in the experimental group gained benefits as a result of treatment. 
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4. Method 
4.1 Design 
    Using media with explicit instructions of critical thinking skills over a period of 14 weeks in a semester, this 
pretest and posttest experimental design involved 46  university students. Equal numbers of students were randomly 
assigned into two treatment groups: experimental (n=23) and control (n=23). The former was exposed to frequent 
explanations and elaborations with examples of critical thinking skills during the lessons while the latter was 
provided with the course module, designed with imbedded instruction of critical thinking skills. Focus group 
interviews were also conducted to further substantiate the study. The experimental group and the control group were 
administered a pretest and posttest consisting of writing assignments at the beginning and at the end of the semester.  
   
4.2 Participants 
    Participants were undergraduates from a local university between 22-24 years old, enrolled in a higher level 
English language proficiency course, “Business and Communication English”.  Contact hours for language 
proficiency courses are three hours per week. All the participants were majoring in Management and the majority of 
them were in their second year of a three-year degree programme. There were a total of 16 females and 7 males in 
the experimental group while the control group had 13 females and 10 males. Acquiring a total of 4 units in any two 
of the English language courses offered in the university is mandatory as a prerequisite to graduate. Students must 
obtain a minimum grade C in the lower levels of the English proficiency courses before they are allowed entry into 
the next level. The participants’ language proficiency levels for entry into this course are shown in Fig. 1. 
 
Fig.1. Participants’ grades 
No. of students Grade A Grade A- Grade B+ Grade B Total (n) 
Control group 2 2 12 7 23 
      
Experimental group 2 6 7 8 23 
      
 
4.3 Imbedded instruction 
Materials consist of the course module which had imbedded instruction woven into the content matter. Each unit is 
denoted by a critical literacy activity and each unit contains imbedded instruction in the form of probe questions that 
elicits critical thinking skills such as analysing, synthesizing, evaluating information, making inferences, reflection 
and problem solving. The activities in the units are elaborated in Fig. 2. 
 
Fig. 2. Course module 
Units Activity Theme 
   
One Group Discussions Teamwork 
Two Oral Presentations Food & Health 
Three Projects Advertisements 
Four Report Writing Success in Business 
Five Job Interviews Responsibility 
Six Meetings Management 
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4.4 Treatment of media and explicit instruction  
    As the experimental group were also enrolled in the same language course, they were also exposed to the same 
imbedded instructions. However, treatment for the experimental group involved viewing of various new media 
including clips from youtube, video clips recorded by the researchers and movies pertaining to each theme in the 
course module. The viewing was administered each week prior to the teaching of explicit instruction in critical 
literacy. Explicit instruction in critical literacy included basic explanations and demonstration, teacher modelling 
reflective thinking and scaffolding probe questions. The participants in the experimental group were then subjected 
to a writing assignment at the end of each week. 
 
4.5 Assessment of critical literacy in writing 
 
The weekly writing assignments of the control group were assessed by the co-researcher of the study while the 
writing assignments of the experimental group were assessed by the researcher. A marking scheme already designed 
by the course coordinators for all English language proficiency writing assessments similar to the literature review 
of Paul & Elder (2006) was used by the researchers of the study to assess the writing assignments of both groups.  
 
4.6 Interviews 
 
Students’ views on the effects of media and explicit instruction were further gauged through interviews carried out 
on the experimental group. The following questions were formulated based on the research questions in the study: 
 
a) Do you find media beneficial in enhancing your critical thoughts and reflection? 
b) Do you find explicit instruction beneficial in enhancing your critical literacy? 
c) Do you think you can write more critically now? 
5. Results 
 
    For the analysis, two types of t-tests (independent-samples t-test and paired-samples t-test) were used to gauge the 
differences between the writing performance of pre- and posttest scores in the control group (with imbedded 
instruction) and the experimental group (treatment of media with explicit instruction).  
 
5.1 Research question 1 - :KDWDUHWKHHIIHFWVRIH[SOLFLWLQVWUXFWLRQRQVWXGHQWV¶FULWLFDOOLWHUDF\" 
 
    The independent-samples t-test was conducted to answer the first research question. It compared the posttest 
scores of the experimental group with the posttest scores of the control group. Results demonstrated (see Table 1) 
that there was no significant difference (t=0.094, p=0.925) between the posttest scores for the experimental group 
(M=6.589, SD=0.7294) and the posttest scores of the control group (M=6.447, SD=0.6286). However, the 
experimental group obtained higher gains than the control group.  
 
Table 1 
Results for Pretest and Posttest Scores of Control Group and Experimental Group 
Variables Sample Pretest Posttest       t       p 
       M     M   
Imbedded Instruction 
(Control Group) 
 
23 6.53 6.45 -0.25 0.79 
Explicit Instruction 
(Experimental 
Group)  
23 5.49 6.59 -5.99 < 0.05 
*significant level p< 0.05 
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5.2 Research question 2 - 7RZKDWH[WHQWGRHVWKHHPSOR\PHQWRIQHZPHGLDKDYHDQHIIHFWRQHQKDQFLQJVWXGHQWV¶
critical literacy in their writing? 
 
    The paired-samples t-test was used to obtain the difference between the pretest and posttest scores of the 
experimental group. Results showed a significant increase (t=-5.992, p<0.05) in the writing performance from the 
pretest scores (M=5.487, S=0.6089) to the posttest scores (M=6.589, SD=0.7184). This finding answers the second 
research question that students in the experimental group have demonstrated a significant difference in their posttest 
scores compared to their pretest scores as a result of the treatment of media with explicit instruction (see Table 2). 
 
Table 2:  Results for Pretest and Posttest Scores of Experimental Group 
 
Variables Sample Pretest Posttest       t       p 
       M     M   
Explicit Instruction 
(Experimental 
Group)  
23 5.49 6.59 -5.99 < 0.05 
*significant level p< 0.05 
 
5.3 Research question 3 - What benefits did students in the experimental group gain as a result of treatment? 
 
    To validate the third research question, interviews were held with all the students in the experimental group. The 
questions for interview were a) Do you find media beneficial in enhancing your critical thoughts and reflection? b) 
Do you find explicit instruction beneficial in enhancing your critical literacy? c) Do you think you can write more 
critically now? 
    Many of the students found that although the imbedded instruction were woven into the content matter in the 
course module, the viewing of media and the teaching of explicit instruction greatly enhanced their critical literacy 
in the social issues of the environment. A final year student further added that his apprehension in facing challenges 
in the workplace after graduating has since decreased and he felt more confident in honing his critical literacy skills. 
 
6. Discussion and CRQFOXVÕRQ 
 
    Results from this study suggest that the use of media and employment of explicit approach in instructions 
had invariably enhanced students’ writing performance to a great extent. Students can be taught explicitly to 
develop their critical thinking ability to interpret the content of media, analyze its social impact as well as 
explore the purpose, audience and ownership of the media (Kellner and Share, 2005). Our findings are also 
supported by Marin & Halpern’s (2010) study that explicit instruction in critical literacy is more effective than 
exposure to imbedded instruction. However, future research will look into the feasibility and success of 
transferring these skills to other disciplines (Zohar & Peled, 2007) as well as everyday situations through the 
Halpern Critical Thinking Assessment (Marin & Halpern, 2010). Critical literacy should be given emphasis not 
only in second language learning but across all disciplines.   
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